[Death investigation system in the United States].
In light of recent developments and public interest on the issue of organ transplant and the definition of death by neurological function ("brain death"). A more expansive role of medicolegal investigation of deaths may be needed. This article was presented for the purpose of understanding the medicolegal investigative system in the United States. The traditional coroner system in the United States was taken from the English system and was established as an elected coroner system during a colonial period. The coroner system became more politically involved and the coroner was elected by popular votes. The political aspect was the main driving force and the medicolegal aspect was ignored, thus, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts was the first state to adopt the medical examiner system. In 1991, 41 out of 50 states have adopted the medical examiner system, either state-wide or on a local option. One of the principal differences between coroner and medical examiner systems is the qualification of the head of the agency. The coroner is an elected individual who acts as an administrator and conducts quasi-judicial function of the department. The medical function is delegated to a physician who performs his duty often on a part-time basis. The medical examiner's office is headed by a Board certified Forensic Pathologist who acts as an administrator and directs all functions including medical and scientific investigation. He is a public employee and is protected under the civil service rules, thus, his decision would be less likely influenced by political pressure. The jurisdiction of the coroner and medical examiner is generally the same by law, however a medical examiner's approach and decision-making is more medically oriented and tends to be more expansive and ready to adopt to the needs in medicolegal issues arising from scientific progress.(ABSTRACT TRUNCATED AT 250 WORDS)